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An Introduction to Javanese Law: A Translation of and Commentary on the
Agama. By M. C. HOADLEY and M. B. HooKER. Tucson: University of
Arizona Press, 1981. (Association for Asian Studies Monograph, no. 3 7 .)
vii, 292 pp. Bibliography, Indexes, Glossary, Notes. $9.95.
Law, as the authors of this useful book remind us, is a part of culture. It is both
formed from and expressive of the systems of relationship, obligation, and political
organization in a society. Law in its broadest sense has many centers and operates on
many levels. Rules and principles proclaimed by the ruler are but one system of
obligation that may be found in a society. Other systems may be located far from the
centers of princely power, among merchants, villagers, the clergy, and other social
groups and subgroups. The written law is usually expressive of one rather specialized
perspective on legal obligation in a society, and despite its prescriptive aspirations, as
the authors point out, its "descriptive validity" may be doubtful. This possibility is
particularly strong when many of its provisions have been derived from the legal
systems of other societies. Thus, the written law may have little relevance to what
Eugen Ehrlich (Fundamental Principles of the Sociology of Law (Cambridge: Harvard
University Press, 1936}, p. 492) called "the living law."
Given this general understanding of the relationship between law and culture, it
is a complex business to begin with a law text and attempt to work toward a broader
analysis of the law of a society at a particular time. It is precisely these complexities
that occupy M. C. Hoadley and M. B. Hooker in a book that attempts not only the
transcription and translation of a Javanese law text but also the more general task of an
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"introduction to Javanese law." The text is the Agama, a document Hoadley and

Hooker place tentatively in the early-to-middle 1500s. Through it they explore what
they suggest is the first of four periods of Javanese legal history: the Indo-Javanese
period (the other three being the Java-Muslim, the Java-Dutch, and the Modern
periods).

The authors begin with an introductory essay on "oriental law texts" that draws

explicit contrasts between Eastern and Western concepts of law. Here they emphasize
that the primary function of oriental law is "to explain a world order" and that its
validity does not derive from or depend upon the empirical realities of its application
(or nonapplication). In the next two sections the authors establish a broader context in
which to understand the Agama. They do this, first, by presenting a brief survey of
the Indianization of laws throughout the Southeast Asian societies of Burma, Thailand,

Cambodia, and Java. They next survey the historiography of the Indian-derived texts
of Southeast Asia, and conclude by emphasizing their own commitment to an inquiry
into the definition of law and the authority of law as revealed by the traditional texts
themselves.

The authors then turn to the Agama. In a long and carefully written central

section of their book, they discuss the available Agama texts, their provenance and
date, and then provide a transcription and a translation of one of the manuscripts.
Several appendixes are provided for this section to facilitate reading and understanding
of the text.
In a concluding section of the book, the authors consider the "elements of
Javanese legal thought." Here they return to the issues of definition of law and

authority of law. They attempt, through an explication of the Agama itself, an
introductory view of Javanese law in the first of the four historical eras. An addendum
examines Javanese legal materials from the time of the Agama through the JavaMuslim and the Java-Dutch periods. A glossary and index to legal terms is also
provided.

To the untrained eye (this reviewer is not a Javanese specialist) the textual

materials appear to have been handled with great care and accuracy. The availability of
such legal materials in English translation greatly benefits all students of Southeast
Asian law and culture. The authors' brief treatment of the law and legal historiography
of Southeast Asia, on the other hand, while useful and appropriate in a book of this
kind, represents a somewhat less original contribution than the translation itself.
Hoadley and Hooker have both addressed these topics with greater richness in earlier
writings.

The most intriguing question raised by this book is how one might expand from a
text like the Agama to a multidimensional view of law in Javanese society. Ehrlich, in
the volume referred to above, directs us to look beyond mere "legal propositions" if we

wish to understand law in culture. Yet it is evidently no easy task for the modern

scholar of sixteenth-century Javanese law to engage in "direct observation of life, of
commerce, of customs and usages." Nor are actual "legal documents"-contracts,
deeds, judicial decrees-widely available, although in this regard Hoadley has
demonstrated the importance of the jayapattra, documents issued in Java to the

winners of civil claims. Apart from the jayapattra and certain tax and land charters,
however, historians like Hoadley and Hooker who wish to view early Javanese law in

its broader social context are compelled to do so primarily through the legal
propositions contained in written law texts, Ehrlich's reservations notwithstanding.

One senses some variability in the authors' perception of the relationship between
the law text and the "living law." At times they express doubts as to our ability to
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ascertain the actual role of the Agama texts in the administration of justice or in the
regulation of social behavior generally (pp. 6-7 and 216). Elsewhere however, they
seem more confident in their assertions that the texts were central to the actual
resolution of civil claims and that the written law served as a kind of "written code or
handbook" for this purpose (pp. 64- 67). There is a similar ambivalence concerning
the importance of custom in J�vanese society insofar as it might regulate matters that
provisions of the A gama also address. The middle sections of the book are more
positive on the issue of the descriptive validity of the Agama than are the earlier and
later sections.
The authors conclude with an attempt to identify the elements of Javanese legal
thought that are demonstrated by the Agama. They argue that, despite the pervasive
influence of Indian law on the Javanese text, the Agama should be understood as "a
further advance into a wholly Javanese form, a process continued in the post-Agama
materials" (p. 232). Indeed, they suggest that the history of Javanese law has actually
been a process in which a distinctive indigenous legal tradition has continually
absorbed and transformed foreign influences, and that this process is evident in the
provisions of the Agama itself. The same could be said of other Southeast Asian
societies, of course. This is one reason why Southeast Asian law is such a fertile area
for study. The authors demonstrate some ways in which the Agama differs from related
Indian texts, but their discussion does not leave the reader with a clear sense of the
fundamental features of the Javanese legal tradition to which they allude. If there is
some disappointment in this regard, however, this book is nevertheless an important
addition to the small collection of translated Southeast Asian law texts and
commentaries now available.
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